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Welcome to the public open evenings at the Institute of Astronomy. Tonight’s talk starts promptly at 
7.15pm, and will be followed by an opportunity to observe with both modern and historical telescopes if 
and only if the weather is clear. Of course that assumes we remember how to work the telescopes after 
so many cloudy, snowy and wet Wednesdays...  If we can’t observe, members of the CAMBRIDGE 
ASTRONOMICAL ASSOCIATION will try to find something else to entertain you with in the lecture theatre 
after the tea break, for those who wish to stay. We are open on Wednesday evenings until the end of 
March, and the talk schedule for the remaining weeks can be found at :  

http://www.ast.cam.ac.uk/public/public_observing/0910/timetable.html 
And you never know, one day we might actually get to do some observing... 

 

If you have any questions, suggestions or comments about the IoA Open Evenings  
please get in touch with CAROLIN CRAWFORD csc@ast.cam.ac.uk   

 

TONIGHT’S TALK  : Yannick Bahe is  explaining How to make a galaxy 
NEXT WEEK’S TALK : Manda Banerjii will be giving us A multi-colour view of galaxies in our Universe 
 

This Friday, the 19TH FEBRUARY, our very own Anna Quider will be the speaker at the Cambridge 
Astronomical Association monthly talk, on The Dusty Universe. This is an expanded version of the talk 
she gave to us on a Wednesday evening last term, so if you missed it, here’s your chance to catch up. 
Doors open at 7:30 at the IoA for an 8pm start. Cost only £1 to non-members.  
 

A FLYBY OF PHOBOS  
For five years, The European Space Agency’s spacecraft Mars Express 
orbiter has been collecting data about Mars –high-resolution mapping 
of the surface, radar sounding of the sub-surface structure, and the 
properties of its atmosphere. Well, now its attention is going to be 
turned on Phobos, the largest moon of Mars. Mars Express is about to 
start a series of flybys of Phobos, culminating in the closest pass on the 
3rd March, within 50km of the surface. Phobos is the larger of Mars’ two 
moons, although with dimensions of only 27 x 22 x 18 km, it’s very much 
smaller than our own Moon, and it’s very misshapen. It’s also 
pockmarked with craters, and streaked with curious long grooves. 

Phobos shares many properties with some of the objects in the asteroid belt between Jupiter and Mars, 
leading scientists to think it may have originally been an asteroid, long since captured into orbit by 
Mars’ gravity.  The exact composition of Phobos is yet to be properly determined – its density is too low 
for it to be completely solid rock; either it’s very porous or contains a large component of ice within. 
The flybys will allow Mars Express to directly sample and thus map Phobos’s gravity field, enabling 
scientists to infer its mass, density and thus internal structure. Unfortunately, the cameras won’t be 
operating on all the flybys, including the closest pass, as the satellite will be approaching the unlit side 
of the moon. However, the spacecraft will take some close high-resolution pictures on later, more sunlit 
passes.  
BEAUTIFUL PICTURES 
Given there are so few flights left of the space shuttle before the fleet 
is taken out of service later this year, it’s worth particularly enjoying 
the stunning gallery of images garnered from the latest (and 
ongoing) mission STS-130 that is visiting the International Space 
Station. Now, I don’t really expect you to have the time to browse 
through all the 60 pages or so available for view at:  
http://www.spaceflight.nasa.gov/gallery/images/shuttle/sts-130/ndxpage1.html 



but if nothing else please do have a look at the images on the first ten pages, some of which are truly 
amazing, and bring home both the achievement and spectacle of what humanity can do in space.  
THE CAMBRIDGE SCIENCE FESTIVAL IS ON THE WAY... 
 ... and with it, lots of fun activities! There are some printed programmes available for you to collect in 
our foyer, but please mark the afternoon of Saturday 20th March in your diaries now – it’s when we 

open up our doors to the public, with lots of demonstrations, displays and 
activities for everyone to learn about Astronomy. There will be an EXHIBITION 
IN THE LIBRARY on Great Eclipse Expeditions consisting of books, photographs 
and historical exhibits, showing how eclipse expeditions were mounted to 
the furthest corners of the world and how it led astronomers to study local 
geography, society, fauna & flora etc. We’ll have a couple of SPECIAL 
WEDNESDAY EVENINGS – including a talk from Peter Smith - the principal 
investigator of NASA's 2008 Phoenix mission to Mars – on the 10th March. We 
will also be hosting the DEBUT PERFORMANCES OF A NEW AUDIO-VISUAL WORK 

by the digital composer Matthew C Applegate/Pixelh8 entitled Observations on the evenings of the 
12th and 13th March. Observations is an audio-visual study of the people, machines and practices at the 
Institute of Astronomy, looking at what it means to be an Astronomer, and how astronomical practice 
has evolved: from observations with the unaided eye and the first telescopic studies 400 years ago, to 
modern telescopes and satellites collecting data across the full reach of the spectrum. We are still 
working out all of what we’ll have on offer so keep an eye on the website at  
http://www.ast.cam.ac.uk/public/ for more information as it evolves. However, I do know that one 
highlight will be a TALK FROM THE BESTSELLING AUTHOR AND PHYSICIST Paul Davies on The Eerie Silence: 
Are we alone in the universe? at 3pm on our Open Afternoon. This is to publicise his book of the same 
name, which will of course also be on sale afterwards. In association with the book launch, Penguin 
press are having a... 
...  COMPETITION! 
to break the Eerie Silence. Is there anybody out there? What would you say if you could send a 
message into space? Would you say hello, ask the meaning of life, share an insight or just 
complain about the weather? Penguin UK are creating a rare opportunity to beam up to 5000 messages 
into space to celebrate the 50th anniversary of SETI, the Search for Extra Terrestrial Intelligence, which 
is the subject of Paul Davies’ new book. Get your thinking cap on, make your message funny, thoughtful 
or wise and do something extraordinary. The best 50 messages, as chosen by a judging committee, will 
be posted on the Penguin website (and also our outreach website) and in the national media on 12th 
March. In addition, the 50 winning entrants will each receive a copy of Paul’s book.  To send a message 
of no more than 40 words, simply go to www.penguin.co.uk/eeriesilence. Entries will be accepted 
between 8th - 28th February 2010. For the full details and Terms and Conditions, refer to  
www.penguin.co.uk/eeriesilence. And to get you thinking, here’s the comedian Andy Hamilton’s idea for 
a message: "Attractive, fun-loving lifeform, blessed (and cursed) with a hungry mind, and wondering if 
it is alone in the Universe, would like to meet other lifeforms with view to meaningful relationship. 
Must have good sense of humour." 
WHAT’S IN THE SKY THIS WEEK?  
o The MOON is a beautiful young crescent in the 

early evening. This is the prime time to look at it 
through simple binoculars, as the shadows cast by 
the rims of craters along the terminator (the line 
that divides day from night on the Moon) make 
them very dramatic and easy to observe.  

o MARS is a very clear bright red-orange object to 
the East in the early evening, rising to the South 
through the night. See the diagram on the right to 
help you locate it... 

o SATURN is now easily visible, rising in the East above an altitude of 30° above the horizon by midnight.  
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